New & Old-a city mix
-by Susan Dewitt

A few weeks ago Ann McLelland, new president
of the Huning Highland Neighborhood Association,
and I were talking over a cup of downto wn coffee
about the needs of Huning Highland, Albuquerque's
best Victorian Neighborhood. Our waitress listened
for a while, then announced that we should just tear
all those shabby old buildings down , because "they're
no good, and no one would want to live in th em,"
We argued a little, through rising blood pressure, and
left grumpily, being glad that she will never want
to live in our favorite houses.
Th ere's more to it than that ; though she works
downtown, she will probably never want to live there.
Downtown is, by its very nature, a mixture of new
and old, of homes and offices and industry, of ethnic
groups and income levels, all, at best, happily jumbled
togeth er with surp rises possible at the turning of every come r. Good downtowns thriv e on people, noise,
excitement, turn -of-th e-century storefronts and modem steel towers. Th ey're not the place for everyon e
to live, but even our waitress would probably find
herself spend ing more time there if Albuquerque's
downtown came closer to fulfilling that urban promise.
Albuquerque's downtown is currently a most unpromi sing place. In spite of the impr essive number
of new buildings which have gone up there in th e
last few years, particularly in th e area north of Central, almost all the major stores have now moved to
shopping cent ers in the Height s. Th e area has a brief
flurry of activity at noon, some life throughout office
hours , and almost none after closing time. In the
evenings, and on weekends , downtown is given over
almost entirely to street people, who are a necessary
and important part of the urb an mix, but frightening
to many people when their numbers aren't dilut ed
by larger crowds. In urban living, peopl e look for
and enjoy the anonymity of crowds, the pleasures
of watching other people without being identifi ed
and singled out, th e liveliness and complexity of busy
shops and offices and streets. In Albuquerque now,
of course, as in many other cities, this liveliness is
much more often found in the shopping centers than
in th e historic downtown, and the qu estion that faces
planners and builders is whether that movement
away from the cent er can be reversed , and how.
Th e developers, planners, and archit ects who keep
workin g to bring life back to downtown-and who
should be thanked for not giving up on a difficult
and complex job-know very well that we need more
residents in the city center, and in the inner-city
neighborhoods, to stop downtown from closing at 5:00
p.m. Th ey know we need more night places, restaurants , theat ers, more att ractive shops, and a larger
live-in population to bring life to the streets and
restaurants,

Th e old Lee House at 803 Copper, NW, was destroyed c. 1973, to make room for a parkin g lot!

Those are goals everyone can agr ee on. But too
often the planners and developers who shape the
changes of downtown act as though they are trying
to lure our waitress and others like her to live in
downtown replicas of Montgomery Boulevard. People
who like cities and choose to live in their centers
know, by instinct, that we need the juxtapositions
of new and old, of multiple uses, that make cities
fun, exciting alternatives to the quieter life of towns
or country. We don't need what we're too often offered: plans to tear down all the buildings in a block
or a twelve-block area, and to replace them with allof-a-kind, all-of-one-time buildings.
This is what has happened in the downtown area
north of Central, and it's development of this sort
that's proposed for the Alvarado Renewal District
south of Central, and for various medium-density,
two or three block apartment complexes in the inner
city. Much of what has gone up , and will go up , is
needed , important, sometimes exciting new space
( First Plaza with its Galeria, for an example) that
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adds to our potential urbanity. But the effect of too
' much of it in the same place, too much of it bu ilt
: at th e same tim e, can be the kind of deadness that's
all too easy to find north of Central between 2nd
and 6th. Huge buildings with blank walls and littl e
relation to pedestri an scal e follow one upon another;
the sidewalks, with littl e eye-level relief, are hostil e
and uncomfortable. Parking lots betw een and around
the buildings create more dead space, useful , but
unb eautiful.
Blank facades, like thos e of th e Mountain Bell
building, th e Convention Center , Albuquerque Inn
-suggest a seige mentality in th e planners, a fear of
stree t peopl e and broken windows; th ey generate
. feelings of hostility, distance, even danger in passers. by. Peopl e who walk by these buildings walk by with
f their eyes straight ahead, or to th e ground. Nothing
-tempts them to stray, sample, look around. And th e
open spaces, pla zas or parking lots, can be equally
uncomfortable if th ey are too open. Th e plaza of
, First Plaza is it good example; th e building itself is
very well liked " and well used , good to walk around.
But th e plaza, in spite of its elegant fountain , is a too
large and threatening open space. All th e trees in
planters are grouped at one end . No shaded benches
invit e sitte rs an d watch ers. And ped estrians faced
with this emptiness almost invariably hu g th e walls
of th e buildings as th ey pas s through. Monumental
scale, unl ess it's tempered with a sympathy and understanding for th e wa y people move, look, react,
is all too likely to keep peopl e away from the streets,
to hav e a deadening effect on everything around.
There ar e reasons wh y th is has been th e pattern
of downtown development, and why thi s pattern continu es to be proposed. Architect s, planners, and develop ers like to work with large-scale sites. It 's easier
to raise big money th an lots of parcels of small mon ey.
It's easier to design when you have two or three blocks
- one at least- to spread your conce pt in, when you
can develop your plan to stand by itself in splendid
isolation. It's easier to persuade citizens to get involved with grand plans than with small ones : th e
results promise to be impressive. Monumental scale
and d esign is part of our 20th century heritage. And
surely, th e thinking must go, with this much mon ey
and steel and intelligence and energy invested in
downtown, surely people will want to move into th e
new apartment complexes, shop in th e new shops,
work in the new buildings.
Not necessarily. Our waitress, I suspect, will want
to live and shop in a new and streamline neighborhood, far from th e chaos and traffic and str eet people
of th e downtown she works in unl ess th e nature of
downtown is changed more fundam entally than new
buildings and apartments and parks can change it.
And th e man y people who ha ve begun to move back
into th e old neighborhoods that surround th e center ,
who hav e moved because th ey like th e old buildings,
th e sense of human scale, th e neighborhood intimacy
of areas like Huning Highlands and the Downtown
Neighborhood ar e likely to do th eir shopping and eat12

The Korber Building, torn dow~ in February,
1975.
' .

Preservatio n can be a key and focus to
.
the development of urban potential
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The ichite terra cott a "Doge's Palace" lcas originally built for th e Occidental In surance Company in 1924 and
rebuilt after a fire in 1933 . Lo cat ed on th e corne r of Coal and 3rd Str eets, it has so far ellutle d th e de celopers'
uireckiiu: ichims.

ing out an d walking elsewhe re, unless downt own
beco mes a more hospitabl e, more urban , env ironmen t.
Th e expe rience of cities like Seatt le, San Francisco, Denver , show th at it's possible to find peopl e who
ch oose to live downtown , and to lur e peo ple from
the subur bs into downtown . In th ese cities, th e lively
do wntown areas have been kept lively by mixes of
old and new buildings, low income hou sing and luxury apartments , shops, and banks, and entertainment,
and restaurants. Almost alwa ys, wh ere an area has
been given over to monolithic new buildings, wh ere
th e new buildings have not been carefully mixed in
with what's th ere already, th e area has gone dead
aft er the offices close, as Albuquerque's cent er does
now.
Albuquerque's problem is a little different from
that of those larg er cities, but in a way which could
offer more creative, easier solutions than they have
found. Because historically Albuquerque was until
recently a very small city , with a population of only
30,000 before World War II , its historic downtown
is small scale and intimate, suited to a city of that
size, -Most of the older buildings are two. or at most

thr ee, stories in height, cover a mod est amount of
ac reage. Th e area of urban concentration is similarly
small, a few blocks on each side of Central from 2nd
to 6th stree ts. To populate a busin ess district of this
size, and keep it alive at off hours, you don 't require
huge numbe rs. Small numbers will do, and th ey could
easily be attrac ted if downtown be gan to offer possibilities and •atmosph ere that th e shopping centers
'. and apartment compl exes and new neighborhoods
can 't provide.
Preservation and creat ive use of downtown's older
buildings can be a key and focus to the development
of urban potential, because these buildings can teach
architects, develop ers , planners, to think small and
build small. Instead of isolating older buildings
among new monuments built to the grand scale,
builders could extend the intimate scale of old buildings in modest and imaginative new structures. Noth-s
ing wrong, of cours e, with the occasional necessary
grand building. But it should have windows and dis- :
plays and trees to attract pedestrians and give them '
something interesting to look at. And it should be surrounded by smaller street-scale shops and busi- t..
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Friendship Hall, First Methodist Episcopal Church built
. . . .

in 1904 on th e corner of 3rd and Lead Streets

. . . . the KiM o Th eater constructe d
1926-27 on Central A venu e.

nesses, the older ones that are alread y th ere. Instead of developm ent money going to a single, mammoth 250-unit apartment compl ex, it could be channeled into the building of 25 small lO-unit apartment
buildings, scatt ered amon g the rehabilitated Victorian houses and house-apartments , built at that comfortabl e scale.
Preservation can be the key to a cha nge in downtown stra tegy because the older buildings, as well
as sugges ting a human scale, do offer something that
no shopping cent er or apa rtme nt complex can : vari ety
of time and texture, the sense of history , space easily
convertible to any number of uses. Downtown has
the buildings best known and loved in th e city for
th eir beauty, familiarity, scale : the KiMo Th eater ,
the Do ge's Palace of the Produ ction Credit Buildin g,
the old Methodist and Episcopal Church bu ildings,
the Plaza Hot el, the old Publi c Ser vice Buildin g at
5th and Central. No one proposes cur rently to tear
down any of these focal landmarks for the city , but
very few peopl e hav e seen them as indicators of the
kind of new buildings that could help downtown
come alive.
Th ey are useful indica tors, I think. Th ey are good
to walk by and look at. Th ey are lively and unintimida ting buildings at the stree t level. Th ey are often
monu ments to a person, or bu siness, or idea l, but
monum ent s on a small scale. Th ey're eclectic, funny ,
sometimes bea utiful, fun. So, potentially, are the
many less well-known small buildings tha t house the
small bus inesses which br ing variety and life to downtown, like Maisel's wonderfully decorative store on
Central, or the bui lding at 3rd and Gold that houses
such diverse enterpr ises as a watchmaker, the Back
Stree t Restaurant , General Office Supply, and the
Frank Hubbell Shee p and Ca tt le Co.
Th e interest tha t old bu ildings can generate for
down town is best shown by the recent passage of
capital imp rovement bonds for the purchase, preservation, and remodeli ng of the KiMo Th eat er to serve
as a perform ing arts center for the city. Despit e the
newness to Albuq uerq ue of the idea of city support
for the arts, the bond issue was voted in, lar gely,
probabl y, because of the general fondness for the
thea ter, and grandly decorat ed "Hopi Revival" picture palace that's th e best expression of essential
Albuquerq ue left after the destruction of the Alvarado and the Franciscan Hotel. Pr eservati on of th e
KiMo could bec ome a key to new vitalit y on Ce ntral
Avenu e, not only because the th eat er should draw
peopl e downto wn at night, but also since it may encourage planne rs an d develop ers to take a new look
at Central, at the often att ractive olde r buildings
hidden behind mode m storefron ts an d the chaotic
sidewalk blight of signs.
Much recen t pr eservatio n ene rgy in other towns
and cities has gone into the revitalization and rediscovery of Main Stree ts by restoring the dignit y of
th e olde r bu ildin gs, stripping away their mode m
false fronts, crea ting uni fied and appropriate signage,
adding such amen ities as bri ck sidewalks, stree t trees,

and bench es. It could work in Albuquerque as well,
to recover for downtown the variety of texture and
scale that it once had , to attract new small businesses
to the now almost deserted second stori es of Central
buildings, to give pede strians something to look at,
enjoy, stop in, and ultimately to attract enough people to give us all the pleasure of downtown people
wat chin g once again.
New buildings and modem architecture belong
among these old and friendly downtown structures
as they do in the old residential neighborhoods around
downtown. Histori c preservation of any of these areas
as districts where old buildings couldn't be touched,
and new buildings had to be Victorian, wouldn't
make sense, would be as deadening in its effect as
the destruction of our downtown scale north of Central has been.
What's need ed is inventive new buildings, and
sources of money to give old buildings a new lease
on life, to restor e grac e to the often shabby facades
of Central Avenu e, to bring back tre es and benches
and windows and the human scale. Planning is too
often a humorless affair, thriving on the grandiose,
on newn ess as a solution. But a sense of perspective,
another name for a sense of humor, could work in
sma ll ways to restore to downtown and its neighborhood s the fun , openn ess, and vitality that can come
in creative mixes of new and old, home and store
and apartment and business, youn g and old, rich and
poor. That kind of downtown would be a real alternative to the shopping centers of the Height s; it might
even be so much fun that our waitress, who saw no
use in old buildings, would begin to find out what
they're good for.
- Susan DeWitt
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